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More than 105 million people, just under half the total population of Indonesia, are without electricity even today.
2006 Ashoka Foundation Fellow Tri Mumpuni, executive director of Indonesian NGO IBEKA (People Centred Economic
and Business Institute), strives to bring light and energy into the lives of rural populations through the introduction
of micro-hydropower (MHP) plants to more than 50 villages. The Ashoka Foundation is a global association of social
entrepreneurs, and has supported over 2000 leaders from the citizen sector as Ashoka Fellows.
Speaking at the inaugural Social Conversations@Library, a forum organised by the Lien Centre for Social Innovation
of the Singapore Management University, Mumpuni (Puni) described how IBEKA is helping to develop sustainable
community enterprises in the energy sector. These include mobilising villagers to participate in power generation
schemes, providing funding and technical support for the design and operations of micro hydro systems, and
promoting rural development and self-help programmes with the revenues generated from selling power to
households and to the national grid. Community cooperatives are either fully owned by the local population or co-
managed with private investors.
According to Puni, IBEKA provides the technical assistance needed to assess whether a hydropower project is viable
or not from an environmental and community perspective. Site visits are necessary to check out factors such as
the availability of sufficient water resources and suitable topography, as well as to gauge the extent of the
community’s interest in the project.
“Our role is to help the villagers realise that they have the potential to develop the project themselves,” explained
Puni. An important task of her team is to communicate the benefits of the projects to the villagers, ranging from
improved livelihoods to the long term conservation of catchment areas surrounding the power plants. IBEKA also
train communities to operate their own hydropower plants, manage and invest the revenue generated, and to
make other day-to-day decisions and plans for the future.
“It’s unwise to have money coming to the village without preparing the people to use it well,” said Puni. For
instance, villagers reach a consensus among themselves on how funds are allocated for education, training of
adults in setting up businesses, seed capital for financing agricultural and agribusiness activities, and improving
village infrastructure such as roads and bridges.
Puni’s talk was followed by an open forum led by Singapore Management University executive education dean and
finance professor Annie Koh. Joining Puni in the Q&A session with the audience were two other panelists : David
Leong, chairman, Aretae, a sustainable development consultancy group; and Marvin Yeo, co-founder of Frontier
Investment & Development Partners, a private equity partnership focused on sustainable ventures in emerging
markets.
Below is an edited transcript of the discussion.
Koh: David, why is Aretae in hydropower?
Leong: Aretae focuses on climate-change solutions. We are involved in projects pertaining to sustainability and
waste management, where waste is converted into energy and other products as well as into renewable energy.
Hydroelectric power is one of the best forms of renewable energy. Recently, we put together a fund to acquire
hydroelectric power projects in China. Typically we look at mini projects below 50 megawatts. What we see is the
long-term viability of hydropower projects. It [the fund] offers the prospect of asset appreciation, and we can also
move to other related projects like water treatment.
Koh: Marvin, as a private entity investor, would you be interested in projects like this and why?
Yeo: Absolutely. Frontier Investment & Development partners are focused on frontier markets. We believe in
creating sustainable, socially responsible investment platforms for these markets by aligning the interests of the
funds with the long-term interests of the country. Our maiden fund is the Cambodia Investment and Development
Fund which was launched a couple of months ago. We are targeting returns in excess of 25%. The frontier markets
are ‘emerging’ emerging markets. China and India are considered emerging countries. Other countries like Cambodia
and Laos will be ‘emerging’ emerging. They were totally or pretty much cut off from the international investment
community for the past few decades.
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Koh: Tell us more about the two-part foundation fund which you invest in the community.
Yeo: We are not just a pure private entity fund. We have a foundation that is set up in tandem with the fund. The
foundation engages in pro bono activities that are supposed to benefit certain countries, such as healthcare and
education centres. It will initially be funded by the partners as well as various organisations that we deal with.
Audience: If hydropower is so good, why aren’t we all convinced about converting fossil fuel to hydropower? What
is stopping us?
Leong: There are a few reasons. Hydro power plants are location-based. There must be enough water and a drop
[in elevation] for kinetic energy to transform into electrical energy. In the past, hydro power has not been attractive
because a lot of people were dependent on cheap fossil fuel. In the case of Indonesia, hydro power projects were all
subsidised. Today, given the high price of oil, I would assure you that it is everywhere. Hydro electric power is the
number one source in renewable energy and it is developing very quickly.
Puni: Hydro power energy costs little but the project has to be funded upfront  although, in the long term, it is still
very cheap.
Audience: How do you choose which villages and towns to set up the plants in, and how do you build rapport with
the villagers?
Puni: When we travel around the country, we keep a look out for villages where there is no infrastructure at all,
stop there and assess these places. Is there any electricity line? Is there any potential? Is there any community? If
there is gravity and water, we stop there. I strongly believe that electricity is the backbone of development. We
don’t give them any promises. We just stay there and learn about the villages. We have an informal chat with the
people. It is unwise to give promises because we don’t want to give the villagers high expectations. We look at how
ready the community is to participate, how strong the leadership is and how committed they are. If we see potential
in the village and community, we proceed with our project.
Yeo: From the foreign investor’s perspective, I think it is very important as a foreigner to work very closely with the
locals. In Cambodia, for example, we spent time understanding the lay out of the land and the business culture
before identifying a few key local business people who think along the same wavelength as us, who are reputable
and influential in their own country, who are transparent and progressive, and have the local knowledge and means
to make things happen. It is very hard as a foreigner to go into any emerging market country and expect to make
something out of it. You don’t have the ties and relations. If you end up at the wrong side of the table and with
someone influential, it could result in a lot of trouble.
Audience: Based on your calculations, how much investment is required and how much time will it take to develop
micro hydropower plants for a large portion of the unserved people in Indonesia?
Puni: Just to build a micro hydro plant, we need three months to one year. The second issue is funding -- we need
huge funding. The other thing is appropriate technical expertise. In 1987, there were more than 30,000 villages
without electricity in Indonesia. Can you imagine how many years it will take to bring electricity to all the villages? It
took us 5-10 years to learn the technology for the very first time from Germany before we start inventing our own
model of turbine. So technology dissemination is very important.
Leong: I don’t think hydropower will be able to solve the problem. Hydropower is location-based. I have been to
many parts of Indonesia where they have no electricity or running water or phones, and the home is just a simple
structure. But I believe that with new technologies coming up, there is a lot of potential to get power to all these
villages. Essentially, the problem with Indonesia is that there are a lot of people spread over a large country. As
such, the transmission costs of the electricity are too high so no company is interested. But I was just talking to
Puni about the possibilities of using this energy or other forms of renewable energy that can generate electricity.
What I really like about the programme is getting the community to be responsible for part of this project. When you
first start on a project, you have to literally bring in the cash through lorries to the villages because these people
don’t have much cash. Then you have to get people to teach them how to spend the money. It is a long process; it
is like building a community from scratch.
Audience: Given the good results that you are getting, have you tried speaking to the government?
Puni: Yes. Once I asked why the projects always involve third parties. The company chosen for the project is
usually good at tendering but lacking in expertise. There was this project based in Aceh where the winner was a
company based in Jakarta. It then subcontracted to another manufacturer who did not have the engineering
expertise. The latter then subcontracted to the locals. The locals, confused, subcontracted to the village headman.
This is how it usually works. There is no way that an NGO or any other community development service can join the
tender and we don’t want to.
Audience: In your experience, what are the challenges of sleeping with the enemy? What does it take to make it
work?
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Yeo: It varies from country to country. I see a lot of differences depending on where the project is based. In
Cambodia, for example, the country has largely survived on foreign aid for the past few decades. The entire
economy is driven by local entrepreneurship, it is completely private sector. So when it comes to dealing with the
government, we leave all that to our local business partner. For Laos, we have to work with the government. It
really depends on the country.
When you have to work with the government, especially in frontier markets, you need a lot of patience. We need to
spend a lot of time building rapport with the right people and the government. I don’t think there is a one-size-fits-
all approach. The challenges would be different in Singapore or in more developed countries. In ‘emerging’ emerging
countries, there is no preset way of doing anything. It is basically how to trigger it and make things happen.
Leong: Firstly we don’t work with governments because part of the UN programme requirements is that we can’t
have public funds. Once you have public funds, it is considered a public project so we only work with the private
sector. It would be ideal for the private sector to support community projects. Having the government involved in
[some] places will probably not work. In many places, however, if you have the right backing and mandate to do
projects -- and [Aretae’s] foundation is willing to participate with other private sector companies -- then the
partnership could work and be very strong because there are programmes and frameworks available.
Puni: I believe in showing the government best practices by example. We have to build a bigger picture. I would be
happy if the villagers can be self-reliant and keep their community enterprise sustainable.
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